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Author's Notes: 


This was harder to convey than | anticipated, but | saw the prompt and felt like | had to write it, because 
honestly, in the drama of recent years, Juan and Stephen have acted almost like a married couple with years 
of repressed feelings and tension finally behind them. They are the only two | can really see as truly shippable. 
The plot of the prompt doesn't really start until halfway through, but despite the odd progression and format 
of the storyline, | hope the flashbacks set up a better sense of the tension and its evolution. The first 
flashback comes from a story | scrapped a few years back that seemed to fit Stephen's obnoxious seduction 
While Ratt can be frustrating to write, | do have quite a bit of fun writing obnoxious characters, and | did 
enjoy getting back into a snide character without the graceful delivery some of the other snide guys | like to 
write have. Hope you enjoy it too, lunab5, and happy Ficmasl 


--/183-- 


Juan Croucier stormed out of the studio, eyes and cheeks ablaze with fury, mouth pinched to open in a tiny ‘o' 


that he blew a long puff of air through instead of saying the many things he wanted to say. 


Things that were along the lines of ‘you sick motherfucker’ and 1 can already fell we're gonna have problems - 


real problems you dont even want to know.’ 


Things he didn't say aloud -whether just out of habit after his time as the peacekeeper between Don Dokken 
and George Lynch, or the realization that he'd unintentionally landed himself in a band that would put him in 


that role again, sometime or another. 


Things that somehow still echoed around in his wake, despite never voicing them aloud. Despite choosing to walk 


out and calm down before he said them, and possibly other things he didn't mean, which he'd never be able to 


take back. 


His huffing exhale caught a strand of reddish-brown curl, which blew up and frizzed on the right side of his 
face. It seemed his hair had stiffened at the root with his anger, and become twice as puffy as any hairspray 
could have already made it. Like an angry, long-haired cat puffing its tail and the ridge of fur along its back at 


another cat who dared threaten him. 


Bobby must have thought so too, because he took his right hand and mimed a cat swiping with extended claws 
and made an angry meow sound, followed by a hiss, as soon as the door slammed behind Juan -and in 
Stephen's face, which continued to hold a tantalizing grin until the door shut. 


Stephen cracked into a sneering, raspy laugh once it did slam. 
"Hooooo0-eee, he sure got riled up! Shit!" 


"Blotz? Don’t," warned Robbin, shaking his head at the cat impression, whilst stooping beside the trash can to 
retrieve the pieces of the torn-up sheet of lyrics. "Stephen, that wasn't cool, man. It really wasn't 


"Fuck yeah, it wasn't" Bobby continued anyway. "Hey, Warren -you're the one who was raised in a supposedly 
socially-proper family; you tell Stephen what!" 


Without a word, Warren traipsed away from the wall he'd all but fused himself with during the argument over 
the lyrics. Instead, he plopped down on a sagging couch behind the mixing boards and pulled a tattered pillow 
down over his head in silent refusal. 


Robbin sighed as he lay out the eight, jagged pieces of paper on the work table, and overlapped them as best 
as he could to not obscure the words in Juan's handwriting. Several were struck through and had replacements 


scribbled above, below, and in the margins in Stephen's writing. 


Stephen came over behind his shoulder to investigate as Robbin began taping the lyrics back together. 

The lyrics Stephen had torn up and dropped from up high to let flutter down into trash right in Juan's face. 
"We've already recorded the instrument tracks today; we're using the song," said Robbin, in a rare, hard tone. 
"This is the one thing left before we're done and the album can go. So decide what you want the words to be, 
get in that booth, and fucking sing it before Beau and Marshall come in to add effects tonight" 

With that, Robbin stood and went to check on Warren. 


That was when Bobby came over, knowing nobody would stop him now. 


"Man, are you seriously gonna use all those changes you asked for? He i right; | am saying, it doesn’t make as 


much sense. Even if you say the syllables fit better." 

Stephen picked up the taped page, which was still perfectly legible despite the scars from how carefully Robbin 
had reassembled it, and leaned his chair back on two legs, whilst propping his feet up on the table top before 
casting a sidelong, shit-eating grin toward Bobby. 

‘One or two. Most of ‘em | don't want anyway. | just put them there and struck out his to pull his chain" 
"Since WHEN does that involve wasting THAT much time, and ripping the WHOLE fucking PAGE up?! With an 
album deadline in TWO WEEKS, no less! Do you realize how much debt and money is on the line here, and that 
this might be our last ch-" 


"Bobby, GET over here with me," boomed Robbin from around the doorway. "RIGHT now!" His tone softened. 


"Hey, | got something funny to tell you about from last night -come on in here. You're gonna love this." 

"And since when do you take this so seriously? God damn, you're almost as bad as him. | just wanted to see 
how long it took to get him good and fuckin’ angry." Stephen snorted, tossing one hand out to the side. "He 
oughta get angry more often, though. He'd get more girls that way. He's hot when he's all riled up." 

Stephen paused to look over his shoulder at Bobby and point to him. 

"Can't say the same for you. Though maybe just the opposite." 

"You're fuckin’ sick," Bobby retorted, walking out, wishing that Stephen would tilt his chair back an inch too far 
and go over backwards to the floor. As he'd wished several times before, usually more for the sake of a 
reason to tease him without it being nearly as deserved. 


But alas, it was yet another day it didn't happen 


And oddly enough, by the time Juan returned to the studio an hour and a half later, Stephen had finished 


recording the main vocal line for "Lack of Communication" 


And save for a few small tweaks to the lyrics of the refrain -which indeed flowed better in singing with the 
lines all having parallel syllables -and the addition of the cryptic ‘back off!, it was almost exactly as he'd 
written it himself. 


Maybe Stephen tried to suggest to Beau in a roundabout way that night, in all the finalizing discussions, that 
he'd made that adjustment. 


Juan didn't try to stop him, or make a fuss about it. It wasn't worth it to fight over something that worked. 
At least it wasn't the mess he was being presented earlier. 


When Beau asked why the page of drafted lyrics was all torn up and taped back together, Juan simply said 
they'd had a little disagreement get out of hand, keeping a perfect semblance of calm, and not giving any 


suggestion as to who was involved. 


For once, Stephen kept his mouth shut, whether he actually recognized for once that it was a time it would be 


best he did, or he just didn't care. 

One thing was certain -Juan didn't care which one it was if it was giving a desirable outcome. 

And when Bobby tried to cut in and tell Beau who tore it up, Juan cut him off with a sharp "enough!" 
‘Leave it alone; it doesn't matter now," he insisted. "The song's done." 


At least it didn't matter anymore, compared to plenty other things that would matter a lot more in the 


coming few days, months, and even years. And some of those eventually wouldn't either. 


Juan could quickly figure out the kind of game Stephen and Bobby played. Half of it was ego-driven power 
playing -of trying to sling arguments and insults back and forth, trying to get the last shot before something 


-or someone -broke the cycle. 
As long as they stayed semi-consistent with it, he knew how to play it right back. 


He knew when to step in, and he had power over both of them, so long as the entirety of the band didn't begin 


to unravel from the other end. 


Whenever anyone on the road alongside Ratt later asked how Juan dealt with it, from both Stephen and Bobby 
-the latter, he later found he had just as many other problems with as he'd expected to have with the 
former -he dismissed it with the same thing Stephen had excused many a more hedonistic tendency with: 


Being the peacemaker could be a dirty job, but somebody had to do it. 


22202 


‘Look, you guys, its been a great time. Seriously. But | dont know how much longer | want to be doing the playing 
thing full-time, and right now, Lynch Mobs schedule on its own gives me more room for other things | want to be 
doing. Hl stay until you can find someone, but Im felling you now, you're gonna need to find someone else." 


| say we get the fuck on with it and call up Juan" Those were the first words out of Stephen's mouth, 
meeting up with Warren and Bobby, mere days after Robbie Crane gave his notice. 


Warren started to give an indifferent shrug, but Bobby looked at Stephen as if he'd grown two extra heads. 


‘Call up Juan Croucier? Are you serious? Do you need to check back into rehab? You have GOT to be fucking 


kidding me, if you're not on something." 


‘Im fine as I've been in years, if there's anything or anyone here threatening to send me back this soon, he's 
standing between the couch and the door," Stephen clapped back, casting a sidelong glance to the location he 
named, where Bobby stood, already visibly fuming and ready to go on a rant of reasons, mostly around 


personal problems he'd developed with Juan over time. 


Warren held his hands up as he backed himself into the furthest corner of the room. He'd been thrown 
uncomfortably further into the mediator role, first after Juan's departure, then even more when Stephen 
suddenly left for a few years to do his solo projects. As things had fallen back in place, he'd warily kept his 
position, once he'd put Stephen in his during the re-entry period, and seen his addiction problems straighten 


out -at least as much as he realistically expected to see them. 


"| never had a problem with him when you guys decided he should leave, or he said he was leaving -| never 
got a straight answer from anyone on what happened there; | don't know who to believe. He can play the songs, 
| know that. l'm not against him coming back if he's willing to come to a realistic agreement, and that's all | 
gotta say. Give me a good, solid reason to fight for him to come back or stay out, or figure out the rest on 


your own." 
"He'll make a mess of this band," Bobby fired. "He'll turn Ratt into camp chaos. He'll ultimately break it up." 
As it turned out, Stephen had already reached out to Juan over the last few years, on returning to the band. 


While there'd been no point in trying to come to an agreement to let Juan back in then -Robbie was a good 
player, and there was no sense in sending him out when Juan was content with life as he'd come to know it 


since everything fell apart in the IOs -old arguments had been smoothed over by time. 


In the minimal contact they'd had, Bobby seemed more difficult to deal with. Juan chalked it up to a lot of 
bitterness over how things ended with Robbin, and could give it up to Bobby as a fair way to feel. They all 
wished that could have turned out differently. Juan didn't see fit to point fingers at who'd done more or less 
to at least attempt to help Robbin before he was too far consumed by his demons, or to list the things they 


could have tried and hadn't. 


If an argument would ever come up over it, Juan already knew he'd remind Bobby that Robbin wouldn't have 


wanted them to fight over him. And it wouldn't change things. 


Stephen, while nearly impossible to deal with over the second half of the 40s and the first half of the 2000s, 


having his own addiction problems spiral out of control, had become the opposite since rehab. 


He was still obnoxious. Always interrupting with crass jokes and snide remarks taken in steps too wide to have 
the elegance in arguments they might have had, delivered better. 


However, he'd become even more the personification of "You Think You're Tough", for new reasons. More bark 


and less bite from his scandalous side.. or at least it seemed so. 


Lack of drugs did put somewhat of a guardrail in how far he'd take things now, whether or not he'd question 
how far he'd taken things in the past, and having settled into a family knocked out several causes of the 
problems back in the day. 


It was amazing, Juan realized, how much difference coming down one notch could make. 


So when Stephen only had good things to say about Juan, backed up by the past in the 80s that amazingly, he 
could still remember, and Bobby had nothing solid to base his suggestions on, aside from keeping Juan out of 
the band after Stephen officially left, the vocalist took it as a go-ahead to call Juan. 


A conversation by phone was all it had taken to get Warren to back Stephen up. The possible terms for 
agreements Juan suggested he might settle for were close in line with his preferences to minimize past 


troubles on the road, or what could be controlled. 
Soon enough, Juan was back in the band. 


If any touring partners had noticed that Bobby spent plenty of time sulking away from Juan and Stephen, or 
that Stephen and Juan spent were frequently spotted together backstage and getting along better than even in 
their grand heyday, nobody dared mention it. 


"The only good thing about you being here is how much you cover his fucking ass onstage,’ Bobby sneered one 
night in a tent backstage at a summer festival, feeling extra cranky and tired from the heat. 


"You bet he fucking does,” Stephen fired back from across the tent, before Juan could respond, and without 
missing a beat. "For being so hellbent on keeping him out, you just listed another reason why he should be 
here. | don't care what you're implying about me, because | haven't denied it, now have |?" 


"Let's all just get ready for the show with as little moving around until we're on as possible," warned Juan, 
ending the argument. "H's hot enough. And | can understand enjoyment in performing for the hell of it, so Im 


perfectly happy to do it -| don't care how necessary it is. You say you like performing so much you wish we 


had more shows; we're here now, so play and enjoy it" 

"Enjoy it, or try what | did and take a hike if you think you hate it so much," Stephen added. 

"Alright, Stephen, you don't really mean that," Juan warned knowingly, an odd sweetness creeping into his tone, 
in spite of his internal voice that still tried to deny how tired he was of Bobby's opposition, and how hard it 


was to not side against him instead of keeping him and Stephen away from each other's throats. 


Stephen did his best attempt at an innocent smile impression, which was plenty sleazy and sinister looking, 


before he purposefully made it so to shoot Bobby a sidelong look. 


"Not yet, at least," he said, slipping his arm around Juan's shoulders and leaning in "We could do without you if 


it came to it" 

You know, some days | almost wouldn't mind it if we could, Juan thought to himself. 

"Alright, Bobby, | may as well have said it a million times. You know he's just gonna keep going to see you keep 
going, so if you want to make a point, you're better off to just stop if you want to make a real point," he said 
instead, before looking up to Stephen, who was smirking at how flustered Bobby had managed to get him. 


"Same for you, Stephen One of you, just prove you're above the other." 


"There's no hope with either of you," Bobby grumbled, walking out so he got the last word in while it was 
possible to speak. 


"Oh sure, walk the fuck away so no one else CAN respond. That's alright though -fuckin just as well, ya think?" 
Stephen called after. 


"Hush!" Juan clapped his hands together to emphasize himself and huffed a sigh. 

Stephen leaned back in a chair and broke into a raspy cackle. 

At least Bobby must have agreed on it being too hot to keep arguing, because he didn't come back and say any 
further, until after the show, when he made the same snarky jab he'd made night after night that it was 
amazing he could enjoy what he did about playing when he had to hear Stephen's squawking and watch Juan's 


seizure-like gyrations across the stage. 


And if covering the degradation of vocal ability that hadn't been strong to start was another one of Juan's 
dirty jobs, he'd take it on too. It was easier than most of them. 


Certainly less dirty than his peacekeeper role was becoming with each day. 


--20b-- 


It had only taken two years for that state of outward calm too good to be true to fall apart. 

Not for the reasons Juan supposed he'd have expected. 

Everything was going reasonably well. Stephen's behavior was becoming a bit more grating again, as his drinking 
habits were slowly but surely creeping back up -and maybe that was just as well for the sake of having a 
more honest, neutral stance. They'd all silently agreed to deal with it so long as no hard drugs were added on 
top of it, and Juan continued to put himself between Stephen and Bobby, blocking their arguments from going 
too far. 

Then, Stephen's sister passed away. 

Juan set to work with Warren, canceling the handful of shows they had in the next month. 

"He said to cancel them all," said Warren, calling Juan up on the phone to pass along the email content he'd 
gotten. "For the rest of this year. | think his drinking's getting out of control, and he needs to stay off 


anyway." 


Two days later, they were pinged on social media, as Stephen released a statement without consulting them 


that the band was done, entirely. He wound up having to meet up with Warren in person to sort it out. 
"Lam officially done with having anything to do with them due to the constant turmoil, unresolved business, 
personal attacks/threats in the public forum, and most of all, the disrespect to the fans.." read Juan, clicking a 


link on the side of the page of the press article, to see what it was suggested to be a response to. 


There, as a screenshot from Facebook, was a shared TMZ photo of some celebrity, bloody, cut, and bruised 
across the face after taking a beating. 


Bobby had left a comment on the post: 
"Why can't this happen to my singer?" 

Oh, how the FUCK could you be so STUPID?! 
"Warren? Come get a load of THS!" 


"That's it, | don't want to tour for a year, at least," said Warren, standing up with clear intent to leave. "Those 
two can't be together on the road anytime soon after that. Or anywhere at all. 


"Judging by the past, you may be wrong, but you may be right this once." With the right amount of anger 
over that incident, mixed with the wrong amount of alcohol, or whatever either of them might have been on, 


Juan didn't want to think of the potential showdown, if Bobby and Stephen were to come face to face that 
very day. 


Juan began calling Bobby's phone, trying to get ahold of him. He misdialed twice because he was seeing red. 
Then the next three times, Bobby wouldn't pick up, so Juan left a voicemail he knew wouldn't be returned -not 


that he needed it to be. 


"Too far, Bobby. I'm not thrilled with outright wiping these shows out, and l'm pissed with him springing this on 
us, but you DO NOT wish that kind of stuff on ANYONE -regardless of how frustrated you are. And | don't 
care if it was a fucking joke -which it better be. Considering the reasons we canceled the cruise and the shows 


after, you knew it was a low blow. 700. FAR! 


Sure enough, Bobby never called back, but he at least released a statement with an apology that pinged them 
all on social media again the next day -if one that tried to sidestep the problem by using frustration as an 


excuse to make an inappropriate joke. 


| can't hold a grudge and side against him for that alone, Juan sighed to himself. Practically every tour had ended 
with threats to quit or break it up, and the past had proven there was still a chance it might blow over, as it 
was. As far as Bobby's actions went, Stephen had excused plenty of things he should have been more 
apologetic about too. Fair was fair, and fair wasn't often clean as the world would have liked it to be. 


Litte did Juan know how dirty ‘fair’ was going to get. 
The new year rolled in, and with it, Stephen headed out with his solo project instead. 
So Juan headed out for solo gigs of his own -until he was sent an order to stop. 


That was the start of everything that brought him to where he was now, in the midst of another dispute 
between Stephen and Bobby. And as much as he wanted to believe that maybe this was the final showdown 
everything since the very beginning -from the time he was making the decision to fully commit to being in 
Ratt, when most of the arguments blew over by the end of the day -had built up to, this had such a 
different feeling to it. 


The lawsuits weren't harmless chain-pulling to see who would react. Bobby was in for the kill, for whatever 
reason, while seemingly contradicting what he really wanted in his story. Stephen was in for revenge, from the 
moment Juan joined Warren in the retaliation lawsuit battle. 


Though maybe as the fight drew on, the overbearing social media posts Bobby put up, and the cryptic, 
passive-aggressive ones Stephen posted were simply just to get everyone riled up. Maybe if it didn't coincide 
with the nastiest lawsuits of the band's extensive history of them, Juan would have found it funny. It was 


amazing how what had gotten him so flustered back in the day now seemed so small. 


Meanwhile, lawyers sent Juan and Warren copies of every press article that came out on the internet every 
day, with headlines parroting every nasty thought about each other Bobby and Stephen said in interviews, and 


what the press saw fit to copy from social media 


"You know, Warren, you were there for a long time while | wasn't, and you're directly part of the WBS 
agreement being disputed," said Juan, one day on the phone whilst working on his own case. "Maybe you should 


call in an interview to set the record straight, so people have a better idea of who to believe. 


But Warren wasn't having it. Repeated incidents over the years -the ending with Robbin, when Stephen 
abruptly left and rejoined in the 2000s and the situation with his rehab, and everything from Juan's rejoining 
leading to the current events -had solidified his tendency to be quiet and not engage in the arguing, but had 
greatly changed his reasoning behind it, and the way he went about his silent stands. 


No, Juan | shouldn't have to. This is stupid | don't like it. You know how | feel about the press these days -l 
don't ike it. You know, none of this would be such a big deal if everyone would keep their big mouths. SHUT," 
Warren argued through his stutter, which was exacerbated by stress. "All they're going to do is twist words 
to make it look worse than it is, take words and use them -put them out of context -use something like that 
for their stupid headlines and click -bait, trap, whatever the hell they call it -as if it isn't bad enough already. 
No" 


"So you're not going to add anything, with as much as you know on the management end that even / don't?" 


"Not publicly. | filed my suit, Juan. It's not right, you know; | agree. That's why | did it. But I'm not gonna have 
an interview -call up some podcast, show, whatever - just to talk trash -l'm not. They could use that twisted 
crap against us in court, too, for all | know. The rights they give you -it's the same thing here -I can remain 
silent if | want. I'm working through it in court -you know, thats enough. | don't want to spend all day -waste 
time, you know -| don't want to talk about it anymore. I've done my part -you can't say l'm not doing 


something. Don't ask me for more than that. I'm not gonna play this -look, I'm not playing this game again." 
Warren was fighting his battle against Bobby alone, separate from the others. One-on-one. 


Juan still stood between Bobby and Stephen, and now that the Ratt name itself was the entirety of the dispute 
-not just his right to play shows referencing himself as a member of Ratt -he had to pick a side. 


And there was no even, objective way to divide three. 


"| tried giving him a chance, you know," Juan admitted to Stephen, the next day. "| could have stood to let him 
get away with it, if he kept calling it ‘Ratt Experience.” 


"What the fuck are you talking about? Be honest about the shit he's throwing around. He stepped on your toes 


before you said a single word to him." 


Juan started to argue, but Stephen wasn't exactly wrong. Bobby had, and that was why Juan took it upon 
himself to fight in the first place. If Bobby could tour as “Bobby Blotzer's Ratt Experience’, it was pretty 


stupid that he wanted to order Juan through lawyers to stop playing solo shows as "Rat's Juan Croucier". 


It was as much hypocrisy as Juan had seen to be told he was illegally taking over the name with his title, only 
for Bobby to then decide to go out with the very name itself. 


He insisted he was going out on his own because no one else wanted to tour, when he'd shown every sign he 
didn't want Stephen or himself around, and kept insisting that he didn't want Warren around because he was 
difficult to come to a touring agreement with -if Bobby wasn't making it nearly impossible for any of them to 


have tried. 


"I know he did," Juan admitted, knowing he needed to think of something to say on the other side of neutral to 
balance his step toward Stephen out, if he would remain in the role he'd held all the years. "All three of us 
could have had our own solo gigs, and it would have been fine. Or the rest of us could have gotten it back 
together -because it's pretty hard to look serious saying | that | don't want to play shows when I'm out 
playing them. He seems pretty conflicted to accuse Warren and | of refusing to join up, but | say its downright 
hard to get back together, when he's also constantly saying how hard it is for him to come with an agreement 
with us and how he doesn't even want to try -my way or the highway’. | think there's a stellar example of 
the pot calling the kettle black if I've ever seen one." 


"Yeah, ya think? Let me ask you something, Juan" Stephen beckoned with an extended finger, as if to say he 


was letting Juan in on a dark, deeply guarded secret. 


"Who fought to get you back into this band? Who argued and tried every fuckin’ step of the way to keep you 
out? Huh?" 


Juan didn't have a neutral answer. Sure, Stephen had his part in the disagreements that led him to leave, as 
Bobby had. Bobby, however, had been sober at that time. While it didn't justify the crime, with Stephen on 
opiates, it was hard to tell how much of it was the same old game of pulling the chain, with even less sense of 


the boundary for ‘too far’. 


Had he really meant it, to some point? Probably. Juan didn't put it past him. His boundary of ‘too far’ could be 
too forgiving, after years of getting used to Stephen's games, and he knew it wasn't entirely playing, for 


whatever part of it was. 


At least it seemed that it hadn't harmed him in the long run, when things fell apart in the early 2000s. When 
Stephen left just as soon after. 


If Stephen would never verbally admit a wrongdoing, fighting to get him back in was as great an expression of 
regret for that decision Juan could expect to get, and despite all logic that would have applied with any other 


person, it was good enough for Juan to forgive him. 


One step further from the line in the middle ground; one step closer to the line of no return. 


"Cause ya think Warren was the one who started that fight?" Stephen barely got the words out before he 
snorted loudly. 


Juan couldn't help but snort too, albeit in a manner and at a volume far less obnoxious. 
"When you practically have to fight him to get him to fight at all? Of course not” 


"But you see who he sided with when he did," Stephen added. 


Warren, who hated picking sides and avoided it at all costs in the past, even when there was a side he 


preferred. That was something -not that Bobby had left him much choice. 

And Bobby had left Juan with even less, it seemed. 

"Who was the one constantly complaining about you being with us, and who even outright said how many 
nights, it's great having you onstage?" Stephen leaned back on the couch and casually slung his braced leg up 
on the other, before slipping his arm behind Juan's back. 

"Maybe not enough, you can argue -okay, fucking fair, but ya can't knock someone for trying!” 


Juan shook his head. 


"Considering the old days? I'm surprised if | hear anything at all. And yes, for your efforts you've held back 


from pointing out, | appreciate it." 
Stephen cackled roughly. 

"| knew that'd get you!" 

Juan sighed. "You're evil." 

"Yeah, ya think? Aren't we all?" 
"Takes one to know one." 


"Which is pretty useful with this shit, if you ask me." Stephen beamed with amusement. "And who had you as 


a quest at solo shows, after somebody shut yours down?" 


Too many steps away from the middle ground. When was the last time Juan had sat down with Bobby and been 


able fo laugh, even when Bobby was consciously driving him crazy. 


"So, Juan, since somebody has made it clear from the fuckin get-go, he's not looking for us to all get back 
with him, even though the shit he says to the press about us not wanting to tour would make you think 
different, ‘cause he doesn't know what he wants, | want you to tell me something." 


Juan looked up over his shoulder to meet Stephen's eyes, knowing the answer he'd resisted and dragged his 
feet toward, before the question was asked. 


Certainly, to be delivered in a seductive way, with a pathetic reference, and that was proof Stephen knew him 


too well, and how to play the game they'd never forgotten how, even over years of living like strangers. 
"What's it gonna be? Him, or me?" 


And it indeed seemed that something big was going to fall, if not heaven, as Juan officially surrendered living in 


two different worlds. 


"All the guys in the crew used to say they'd think | favored you, if they hadn't seen us in the studio," he 
admitted. "| denied it, for the sake of the band, and maybe because your ego's big enough," said Juan, using the 
same tone Stephen often used with his teasing for the sake of riling him up. 


Stephen gave a low chuckle. "Touché. Not that you're wrong -but hey. Whatever. What's a frontman to do?" 
"Don't let it go to your head -even though you will, solely because | told you not to if for no other reason," 
said Juan. "But, if they weren't right all along, | don't think anyone has to try real hard to know who l'm siding 
with. And | think we've got more than strength in numbers going for us. He can say the stuff online is out of 


context, but we've got the full documents." 


"You know what he's said," Stephen nearly whispered. "And what /ve said. About every little fucking thing. 


Including you." 


And he smirked, because Juan had that same flustered and furious look, without the commitment to staying 


neutral, 
"I think it's time we tell somebody to back off if he's got so many fucking problems with us." 


"I had the feeling you were going to bring that up, because you always do," quipped Juan, feeling his heart 


race, uninhibited this time, and for something other than anger, "but | agree." 


Those were the last words he got out before his breath was stolen away, and he didn't even try to resist the 
kiss. 


"Let's settle this for once and for all," he finally finished, panting minutes later, starting to reach for the 
phone, which Stephen had already grabbed from the side table, and handed over, surprisingly gently. 


"Taking someone down when they've stepped too far. It's a dirty job-" 
"Don't even finish that sentence," Juan scolded, though through a naughty smirk of his own this time. 


Nobody would dare to say anything the next year in regards to the production Juan and Stephen made, 


introducing themselves onstage. 


But if anyone had accused them of seeming like a married couple, acting on years of repressed tension, 
onstage, and even off, in how they looked at each other and stood together suggestively -sometimes even 
leaning together, instead of waiting to be behind closed doors and out of the public eye for contact -both 
would have shrugged it off and laughed. 


They were the only ones in the world who had withstood the dirty job of loving each other, at its best and 


worst, after all. 


